INTRODUCTION
M igrant transnationalism, understood as a social phenomenon or as an optic for studying the phenomenon itself, has been the subject of an ever increasing and diverse literature in the last decades. Despite the huge amount of empirical research on migrants' transnational participation, and the number of theoretical elaborations about it, this academic field is however still deeply divided. There is limited communication between those scholars who would identify themselves with an almost principled transnational perspective, and those who are much more cautious, or openly critical, about it. Even so, both sides would probably agree on the room that still exists, in a way or another, for further elaboration on migrant cross-border participation and on its sociological bases.
Following this exploratory stance, in this article I will propose a sociological revisit of some questions still unsettled in transnational migration studies, expanding on my previous contributions on the topic (Boccagni, 2010; 2012a; 2012b) . Building on an everyday-level, actor-centered understanding of migrant transnationalism, I will argue for the opportunity to go over the state-of-the-art debate along four lines of critical investigation: -The necessity of further attempts to define the transnational in empirically relevant terms, despite the limits inherent in any definition; -The nexus, often taken for granted and yet not so obvious, between the conceptual tools of a transnational perspective and those available in the broader realm of migration studies; -The need to investigate further the biographical and life course-related bases of migrant transnational practices; Importantly, the core assumption of the transnational perspective is much more radical than a simple recognition of the importance of home societies to migrants' lives (and vice versa). Its key argument has rather to do with the unprecedented scope for significant interactions to occur and persist over time between here and there, producing meaningful effects on both sides. While the coexistence of an immigrant and emigrant status (with its attendant structure of opportunities) is relatively straightforward, the possibility to replace physical absence with social presence, via transnational migration, is much less obvious -and may be aptly regarded as the most innovative, if contentious fruit of a transnational optic (Carling et al., 2012) .
On the other hand, stricter definitions (along the lines, for instance, of Portes et al., 1999 and Guarnizo et al., 2003) , are likely to highlight that transnational migrants stricto sensu are just a tiny part of the whole. They also risk hypostatizing transnationalism as a monolithic entity or property -something that is or is not. This remarkably under-Revisiting the "Transnational" in Migration Studies estimates its huge scope for variation in time and space, depending on migration (and migrants') trajectories and on the broader structures of opportunities available. An understanding of the transnational as a potential attribute, along a continuum with different degrees of intensity, frequency, extensity and durability, is what would be missing here.
As of now, one may even focus on the transnational as an adjective (indeed, an attribute) in itself, leaving apart the cumbersome notion of transnationalism -whose final ism still betrays a teleological expectation in some of its early supporters. Nevertheless, what this means is not univocal, nor always self-evident. Now and then, all across migration studies, transnational tends to be used as a mere synonym of (if more trendy than) international. The increasing use of half-synonyms such as cross-border, at/from a distance, from afar, etc. is possibly a way of coping with this ambivalence. A possible way ahead, which reflects the work already done by many authors in the field, lies in positing the following pre-condition for a bi-(or multi-) sited phenomenon to qualify as transnational: the development of socially significant and empirically detectable interactions between its different national settings, whereby migrants prove able to affect nonmigrants' lives despite being physically distant from them -and, potentially at least, vice versa (Boccagni, 2010; 2012a) .
Empirically speaking, while migrant transnationalism can also be appreciated in the light of the cross-border social formations that substantiate it, the focus of this article will be on a micro, interpersonal level. This involves the forms of transnational participation of individual or collective actors, whatever the macro-infrastructures they produce (Morawska, 2003) . The ties and activities that connect migrants with their home societies -along with their mutual attachments and affiliations -could be classified, in this agency-centered optic, according to their distinctive empirical contents (table 1 ). An analytical distinction is proposed, here, between attitudes or identifications vs. relationships and practices, on the one hand; between three conventional realms of social actionan economic, a political and a socio-cultural one (cf. Portes et al., 1999) -, on the other. A major contention underlying this framework is that migrants' persisting attachments to their home countries may be substantiated also (or even only) in their individual and group identifications, no less than in externally observable social practices (Levitt et al., 2003; Snel et al., 2006) .
While table 1 provides a map of the key areas of research on migrants' transnational living, and on their faceted relationships with home societies, significant room still exists for further elaboration. This holds both at a theoretical and at an empirical level -even more so in a comparative perspective and on receiving contexts other than the US (Waldinger, 2011) . Moving along the first of these lines, I will argue for the need to expand on the distinctive analytical value of the "conceptual kit" of transnational studies, vis-à-vis the pre-existing mainstream lexicon (section 2). I will also highlight the need to situate migrants' transnational ties and relationships in their individual and family life trajectories -thus turning a "transnationalism of everyday life" perspective (Boccagni, 2012a) into a helpful optic for fieldwork research (section 3). Before drawing some sociological conclusion, I will also sketch a few notes on the role of a researcher's reflexivity in approaching migrant transnational practices (section 4). 
FRAMING MIGRANT CROSS-BORDER INTERACTIONS: TOOLS, CONCEPTS, METAPHORS
A reflection is worth making, to begin with, on the relationships between some notions that are typically associated to transnationalism and the preexisting conceptual apparatus of migration studies. Migrants' ties with their home countries, while relatively understudied before the transnational turn, had already been conceptualized to some extent in different terms, such as diaspora(s) or networks. What is, compared with them, the added value of the category of transnational, and of the words -such as space or fieldthat are usually matched with it? In the face of this question I will first provide a brief outline of the earlier keywords, to be then revisited vis-à-vis the notion of transnational.
Naming the Transnational, Prior to Transnationalism? Some Notes on Diasporas and Migrant Networks
A helpful distinction can be made, in the first place, between the conceptual bases of migrant transnationalism and those of the pre-existing notion of diaspora. The latter applies only, properly speaking, to a possible historical development of a widespread emigrant flow. In a rigorous sense, the concept of diaspora stands for an ethnic, national or religious group that has been for long dispersed in a variety of countries, after a massive (and often forced) emigration process. Diasporas' groups also tend to occupy a marginal position in the countries of destination. Along with a strong collective identification, they share a pervasive expectation for return to their homeland -were it even in an undefined future (see, amongst others, Clifford, 1997; Levitt, 2001; Brubaker, 2005) . Strictly speaking, as Bauböck has pointed out, a diaspora is by no means reducible to a simple aggregate of co-nationals living abroad:
"'Diaspora'… is a less precise and more ideologically charged concept than 'expatriates.' The notion of diaspora should be reserved for a specific type of collective identity that involves a strong sense of shared commitment to an external homeland and a narrative about a future return to this homeland. A diasporas' identity can be sustained across generations and across borders among geographically dispersed groups." (Bauböck, 2007 (Bauböck, : 2399 Central to the notion of diaspora is, in the first place, the intergenerational reach of a collective identity that does not rely any more on communal territorial belonging (which highlights its distinctiveness vis-à-vis a broader notion of ethnic minority); secondly, a strategic orientation to mobilize such identity -that is, quoting again Bauböck (2007 Bauböck ( : 2399 , "a specific project of identity formation and political mobilization that may be successful in some cases but will fail in many others".
Ironically, however, the literature on "diasporas" of any kind and meaning has been growing much faster than the transnationalism-related one in the last few years. Diaspora itself has arguably turned into a new and more appealing by-word to the eyes of policy-makers, NGOs, funding agencies, and possibly even to migrant associations. The increasing development of external citizenship policies (e.g. Østergaard-Nielsen, 2003;  Paolo BOCCAGNI Barry, 2006) -up to special "diaspora-building" strategies (Gamlen, 2008) -has also contributed to the renewed public salience of this notion.
In more theoretically rigorous terms, though, the relationship between these two categories has been extensively discussed (e.g. Bauböck & Faist, 2010) . What can be added here is that transnational migration studies have also developed an agential focus on the micro-level of analysis, which is almost absent in diaspora studies. The former, in other words also address the multiplicity of simultaneous and interactive ties between individual migrants (and their groups) and their relevant "interlocutors" in the homeland or elsewhere. The structural development of migrant transnational participation and the range of meanings and expectations associated to it are no less important -in a transnational optic -than the aggregate output of their cross-border ties. If, and as such ties result in a non-territorialized infrastructure of connections between homeland and expatriates -and of course, among migrants themselves -, the preconditions exist for an "actually existing" diaspora to reproduce itself over generations, on a national, religious or ethnic basis (Levitt, 2001 ).
Another cognate notion, which had already wide currency before the transnational approach was introduced, is that of migrant network, 3 as a conceptual tool that mediates between macro/structural and micro/agency theories of migration. The very start of a migration flow, and even more its development, can be understood as an extended process of network-building between migrants and non-migrants, with a high potential for self-reproduction (Boyd, 1989; Massey et al., 1993) . Although these general remarks cannot do justice to the complex role of social networks in migration, a good case can be made for presenting the transnational perspective as an "extension" of the network approach (Ambrosini, 2008) . Following this argument, migrant networks, apart from circulating resources in both directions, can assume an infrastructural density, and exert a systemic impact, which require further conceptual tools. Primary among them is the notion of social field -something that Glick Schiller (2003) regards as more inclusive than a mere network.
Some Categories for Embodying the Transnational: Spaces, Fields… and Beyond
As I approach, now, the conceptual toolkit that is specific to transnational studies, two notions at least deserve an extended presentation: (transnational) social space and field. Although extensive literature exists on both, some remarks can be helpful in highlighting -and in some respects, problematizing -their distinctive meaning vis-à-vis the concepts discussed above. How is it that these notions can illuminate some facets of migrants' life experience, under conditions of transnational social living?
The notion of transnational social space, specifically elaborated by Thomas Faist, provides a sort of a bridge between migration and globalization studies. This well-known term indicates, in quite abstract and general terms, (Faist, 1998: 216-217) Such "spaces", to be understood both as physical and symbolic ones encompass at least two geographically and politically distinct places. While being based on strong and systematic connections between migrants and their homelands, they are still constrained by the policies and regulations of the nation states within which they develop. Following the argument of Faist (1998: 220) again, transnational social spaces should be analytically distinguished, in the light of their degree of institutionalization, between three analytical types: i. Kinship-and community-based ties and exchanges, which typically rely on strong bases of mutual solidarity and trust; ii. Circuits, where a "constant circulation of goods, people and information" occurs at a cross-border level, mediated by instrumental exchanges between the actors involved; iii. Communities, which would entail -to be conceptualized as such on a transnational basis -the existence of a collective identification, and of solidarity ties, on a broader scale than a territorially defined one.
Remarkably, the notion of transnational communities had a prominent position in the earlier academic discourse on transnational migration (e.g. Rouse, 1992; Portes, 1996; Kearney, 2000) . Its salience has clearly lessened, however, in the last decade. This suggests an increasing awareness of the selective, if increasing scope for applying this notion as an analytical tool -rather than as an evocative metaphor. Broadly speaking, some elite migrant networks (e.g. transnational entrepreneurs, political activists, highly skilled workers, members of religious congregations, etc.) have a clear potential to turn into transnational communities -based on the enactment of "dense and strong social and symbolic ties over time and across space" (Faist, 1998: 221) . That said, most transnational connections -even those that involve a multiplicity of actors -are just too loose and unsystematic to qualify as a community of any kind.
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Less ambitious and ultimately more successful has been the notion of transnational social field.
5 In many respects, this concept seems more suitable to represent crossborder participation as a multi-dimensional and multi-sited process; one that needs not result in strong collective identifications and still requires better understanding, as for its social distribution and intergenerational persistence. Following the most popular definition, a transnational social field could be framed like a cumulative aggregate of migrant cross-border practices, whereby material and immaterial resources are circulated, negotiated and (possibly) transformed between "here" and "there": As far as migrants are concerned, being situated in a transnational social field means assuming, in a more or less intentional and cognizant way, societal roles and functions involving both their home and host societies. Moreover, the notion of field helpfully circumscribes migrant transnational engagement in time and space, against the ever fashionable tendency to portray it as a disembedded and "free-floating" matter. The emphasis is put, instead, on the outcome of several multi-local exchanges. Such transactions, while involving both migrants and non-migrants, do not necessarily rely on a communal social milieu -be it even a highly symbolic one -such as the one implicit in the notion of community.
Having said this, it is still unclear by which measure we should assess migrants' embeddings in a transnational social field -and, for that matter, what the criteria are for delimiting its boundaries (Boccagni, 2012b) . As a result, developing empirical analyses of the relationships of power that occurs within a given transnational social field and shape its shifting contours is still an unaccomplished task. Much the same can be said, after all, about the distinctive representations, emotions and perceptions -in a word, the belonging -that a transnational social field elicits in those who are socially involved in it as movers or stayers (Viruell-Fuentes, 2006).
There is still another reason why, in my opinion, the notion of transnational social field -while promising -requires further elaboration. While investigating upon it in my fieldwork (Boccagni, 2010) on Ecuadorian migration to Italy -a recent, first-generation immigrant flow across a large distance -, I found that the notion of a field, even only as a metaphor, overestimated what I was observing. Within a migration system still unde-
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veloped and with limited cross-border infrastructures, migrant transnational participation tended to assume a simply dyadic shape, limited to the connections between transnational parents and their kin left behind. Such grassroots ties were however, for several reasons, much more intermittent, rarified and "privatized", so to speak, than the idea of a field would have suggested. To be sure, they had a remarkable impact at an aggregate levelwitness to this the figures of remittances, transnational communication, return visits, etc. Yet, such "aggregate" looked like a chaotic juxtaposition of individual trajectories that, despite their striking commonalities, had little to say to each other. By no means was it constructed, or even only felt by individual immigrants as a communal field for transnational action.
While all Ecuadorian migrants I met had a strong nostalgia of (and a degree of interest in) Ecuador, what stood in-between them and their homeland seemed to be only, in their eyes, an increasing distance -which their individual initiatives would attempt at filling somehow. That the sum of these micro-initiatives of distance-filling was something substantial was clear to money-transfer agencies, to some NGOs, even to the emerging efforts at diaspora-building of the Ecuadorian government. It was however far from a field of communal interaction between immigrants, in a sort of de-territorialized public arena. More than a transnational field, it would have likely elicited the metaphor of a transnational void -if ever they had bothered to reflect upon it.
MAKING BIOGRAPHICAL SENSE OF TRANSNATIONAL TIES: THE MIGRANT-LEFT BEHIND NEXUS OVER THE LIFE COURSE
Migrant transnationalism, in an everyday life perspective, is basically a matter of personal ties -that is, of close relationships being cultivated and negotiated from a distance in a number of ways (i.e. via remittances, transnational communication, return visits, etc.). The core theme for research, in other words, lies in the social consequences of the migrantleft behind nexus: how, why, and producing which effects movers and stayers enact their mutual, asymmetrical and often conflicting bonds. There is solid ground to argue, as a matter of fact, that the bulk of migrants' transnational engagement is not addressed to their home country as a whole. It rather tends to involve a limited and selected group of significant others still living there (Waldinger & Fitzgerald 2004; Waldinger, 2011) . In terms of day-to-day social practices, all other transnational spill-overs (i.e. collective remittances, support to party politics or hometown associations, ethnic entrepreneurship, etc.) are far less frequent and intense. This is not to deny, of course, the societal significance they often gain at an aggregate level.
Once reframed along these lines, migrant cross-border ties are by no means fixed entities or properties. Quite the contrary: they emerge as selective and dynamic attributes, with a variable aggregate "potential" (Carling, 2008) . Their effective activation should be understood as a process that is dually situated: in space, within cross-border relational infrastructures that rely on two (or more) physical settings, but also on the resources being circulated in-between; in time, as such ties are fluid and mutable, very much like migrant evolving biographies.
Indeed, a relatively neglected trigger of migrants' transnational involvement is their position in the life course and, at a macro level, the stage of a migration cycle they belong to. Since labor migration is typically underpinned by family-based ties and obligations, especially in its early stages, it is no surprise that cross-border ties tend to mirror -as for prevalence, intensity and attributed meanings -the biographical transitions in migrants' life experience (Kobayashi & Preston, 2007) . It is critical, then, to make sense of such ties in the broader frame of their life course. The latter should be understood as a more or less standardized collective "sequence of stages or status-configurations and transitions in life which are culturally and institutionally framed", in any given society, "from birth to death" (Heinz & Kruger, 2001: 33) . Within this frame, migration marks a major disjuncture in the life experience of those involved as movers and even, to some extent, as stayers. It inherently undermines any representation of the life course as a natural and routinized social order. It also enlarges, in practical terms, the room for the "claims" -and in many ways, the needs -"for individualization and biographization" (Kohli, 2007: 257) .
Given these premises, one may wonder if, and how, migrants' transnational ties contribute to recreate some "life time continuity", hence some "life time security and predictability" (Kohli, cit.: 256) , to bridge the gap between their past and present life experiences. The answer, in my opinion, is positive -yet, ambivalent.
Interestingly, migration-related transitions in the life course can also be understood in the light of the variety of transnational ties activated by those involved. Engaging with the homeland, and/or with those left behind, can be more or less viable, useful and effective, depending also on a migrant's family condition abroad, and on the shared life projects of its members. It is not irrelevant, for instance, whether an immigrant is alone or lives together with its kin; whether some "significant other" is still domiciled in the homeland or not; whether there is a strong expectation for return or not; and so forth. In each of these respects, against the identity and relational disruptions that migrants are likely to face, transnational ties are a mixed resource. They can obviously act as a source of identification, of perceived life continuity, even of social protection. A degree of connectedness with non-migrants does counter the disorientation and the loss of social capital that are typically associated to immigration. Apart from substantiating migrants' interdependence with left-behinds, however, transnational ties also carry a range of tensions, unmet expectations, moral and affective burdens. All of the latter emerge, for instance, in the changing patterns of negotiating and managing remittances.
By way of example, again, I will explore this ambivalence through some case studies I did on Ecuadorian migrants in Italy -part of an immigrant flow marked first by a strong prevalence of young and middle-aged women, attracted by easily accessible jobs in the care sector; then, by a gradual realignment along gender and generational lines, enabled by family reunification (Boccagni, 2010; Boccagni and Lagomarsino, 2011) .
To repeat: during my fieldwork among Ecuadorians in Italy and their non-migrant counterparts in Ecuador, I found the strongest investment in transnational ties among female early migrants -in fact, transnational mothers who had to negotiate strained intergenerational and couple relationships from afar. In general terms, however, the home-ward ties they did cultivate via remittances, phone calls, etc. tended to lose some salience, as
Revisiting the "Transnational" in Migration Studies they proceeded with reunifications. This was also the case, judging from my fieldwork, for migrants' interest in the everyday life of their country (concerning politics, economics, etc.). In a way, the longer my Ecuadorian informants had been abroad, the higher the likelihood that "Ecuador" was for them a source of nostalgia and (good) memoirs, rather than an actually existing country -indeed, the sole repository of their citizen status.
Feeling Ecuadorian, on the other hand, was a striking commonality among nearly all the first-generation immigrants I met. Yet, only some of them -especially transnational parents, prior to family reunion -did match this national identification with a systematic set of cross-border social practices. Transnational engagement was sporadic, instead, for adult immigrants who had already reunited the bulk of their family members, and even more so for the second (and 1.5) generation youth. Especially for the latter, ironically, claiming and enacting "Ecuadorianness" had to do with their symbolic ethnicity abroad (in terms of patterns of sociability, consumption, leisure, life styles, etc.), rather than reflecting any sustained connection with Ecuador as a real place.
In a way, a strong form of ascriptive transnationalism, based on affective and moral interdependencies with close kin, was prevalent among the former (i.e. transnational parents). A more malleable and intermittent form of elective transnationalism, related to migrants' own options and interests (including expectations to return), was instead the rule among the latter 6 -indeed, for almost all migrants who were no more strictly involved in a transnational family regime.
7 The point, however, is that these categories did not stand for distinctive social profiles. They just mirrored the correlation between migrants' attitudes toward their home societies (and the attendant social practices), and the phase of their biographies (and, at a macro level, of their migration cycle).
Having said this, a gradual decrease in transnational involvement was just a broad rule, with remarkable exceptions. As long as migrants' belonging was mainly addressed to their homeland -as it typically was, in the first generation at least -, a deep-rooted, if often tacit expectation existed, whereby they were still to share with non-migrants something of their supposed wealth. Remittances, more broadly, were embedded in a regime of affective and moral responsibilities that tended to be more durable than most transnational practices stricto sensu. Demands for support related, for instance, to some philanthropic initiative, or to some urgent health need were still addressed to migrants even as they had become long-resident abroad.
AT THE END OF THE DAY: ISN'T IT (ALSO) A MATTER OF SCHOLAR REFLEXIVITY?
Summing up, there is no denying that a range of transnational attributes and ties can be empirically detected in most migration flows, with mutable degrees of intensity, prevalence, frequency, persistency -in other words, with strong variations in social and Paolo BOCCAGNI societal significance. Yet, given the typically situated, relational and biographically-relevant nature of transnational attributes at a micro-level, too broad conclusions on the matter are hardly of any help (or interest).
There is however a point which, in a field of study so far dominated by qualitative research, has been curiously neglected. What is the role, one may wonder, of a researcher's personal values, inclinations and aspirations, in the changing contours of the transnational perspective (s)he contributes to? This is not, generally speaking, a role of simply neutral observation -if ever that were achievable, or even only desirable, in social sciences. Yet, reflection on this role and on its reverberations has remained quite marginal in the transnationalism debate, apart from the usual (and in many ways justified) criticisms of the tendency to "sample on the dependent variable" -i.e. to preselect only the cases more favorable to one's own argument. This is a clear sign, however, of a systematic need for more reflexivity.
Once a more reflexive attitude is assumed, a (self-) critical concern can emerge about the risk of reducing transnationalism to one's own projections. The point could be roughly articulated as follows: in principle, scholars with some cosmopolitan background (or even only aspiration) may well be fascinated, admittedly or not, by the idea of the transnational as such. There is no inherent reason, however, why the bulk of labour migrants should share their enthusiasm. Put differently, and less provocatively: transnational ties could be helpfully understood as an instrumental option on which migrants can rely, if so they wish (or indeed: if they have to), depending on their own biographical agendas (and constraints). While such ties may be a mixed fruit of desire, interest, need and obligation, there is nothing necessarily "good", progressive or desirable per se in cultivating them. Teleological, even morally-oriented understandings, in a more or less disguised fashion, have still a currency, here, that deserves to be questioned.
Claiming more room for reflexivity also leads me to cope with an equally important (and neglected) facet of the personal significance of transnational ties -to migrants, and to their stay-behind counterparts. There is a basic distinction to be made, here, along the divide of an etic vs. emic understanding of a given social phenomenon. It is by no means irrelevant that the category of transnational, while increasingly popular among academics, is likely to say little -if anything -to labour migrants themselves (unless, possibly, to a highly selected minority of political activists or entrepreneurs). The rank and file of them tend rather to frame their home-addressed engagement in terms of nostalgia, affection, obligations, loyalty, hope for return and thus forth.
Put otherwise, the transnational, even when empirical substantiated, is still only a structural feature of a kind of social relationships -on which flesh needs then to be put on bases more sociologically relevant, and subjectively meaningful, than an abstract category. Less than with "things out there", at the end of the day, the transnational perspective has to do with a peculiar societal arrangement of such things -one marked by a lack of physical co-presence and by a variety of attempts to redress it, more or less effectively, through social interactions from afar.
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CONCLUSIONS: SOME HINTS FOR A SOCIOLOGICAL WAY AHEAD
All over the course of this mapping exercise, it was my contention that, even after two decades of research, the theoretical debate on migrant transnationalism is far from exhausted; indeed, it still deserves further elaboration. This holds in a number of respects, including those I have attempted to revisit in this article: -First, the need for definitions authentically conducive to empirical research, which is not to deny their limitations, or their connection with one's selective interests (in my case, the everyday micro-dimension of transnational practices, to be inferred from the migrant-left behind nexus); -Second, the continuities of the transnational lexicon with the mainstream conceptual tools of migration studies, which are arguably stronger that many proponents of this approach would admit; -Third, the critical embeddings of migrants' cross-border participation in the evolving trajectories of their life course, which is not incompatible (indeed: it goes hand in hand) with the range of other factors that account for their transnational practices; -Last, the lack of reflexivity that surprisingly emerges from many methodological accounts of transnationalism, and the need to appreciate the distinction between the transnational as a category for academics (as it mostly is), and as a term that makes real sense to migrants themselves.
All this being said, revisiting migrant transnationalism still elicits, in a sociological optic, another issue that requires better elaboration: the scope for maintaining and negotiating proximity, as a perceptive/sensorial matter and as a functional condition for social action, once a given social interaction is made independent from physical co-presence (Urry, 2002) . All in all, this theme is still under-researched. Even so, it is a general feeling that some visual and even physical proximity, on a periodical basis at least, remains an important requirement for pursuing communal interests of any kind, among social actors detached from each other -even more if the latter have strong mutual affective ties. Virtual communication, while obviously fundamental and more and more pervasive, does not seem (yet) enough -generally speaking -to redress an extended physical detachment in every respect.
Such an issue is now being addressed in the interdisciplinary domain of mobility studies (e.g. Adey, 2010). It remains remarkably neglected, though, by most sociologists of migration. It is exactly in the past sociological tradition, however, that we can trace a seminal insight on the crucial relevance of a proximate visual contact -hence of co-presence or corporeal proximity -to the development of sustained and significant social relationships.
In a nutshell, as Urry (2002: 259) puts it, it is only "eye contact" that fully "enables the establishment of intimacy and trust, as well as insincerity and fear, power and control". This point has been inspired by an illuminating passage of Georg Simmel's Excursus on the sociology of the senses (1908) As one reads in the subtext, the German sociologist had good (if tacit) reasons to assume that a vis-à-vis setting -one which enabled the human eye to fully enact this mutual function -was almost a rule for social interactions. Over a century afterwards, as social disembeddedness is a much more widespread basis for interpersonal relations (migration being one of the factors accounting for this), Simmel's insight can be brought, and possibly problematized, a step forward. As human relationships are, more often than not, systematically disconnected from physically proximity, the scope for reproducing "a perfect reciprocity" in them still needs to be critically inquired. This is, I believe, a promising way ahead for a new and more sophisticated sociological approach to migrants' (indeed, to anybody's) transnational ties, identifications and relationships.
